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Developing effective aircraft piloting skills takes years of training with qualified experts 
to meet and exceed flight certification requirements. Not everyone who desires to can 
reach those standards, and the challenge is even greater for those with physical 
disabilities who desire to learn to fly. While considered uncommon, there are 
opportunities that seek to modify aircraft and train physically impaired students to be 
pilots. However, little research has been done on whether there also needs to be 
modification in the approach of flight and ground instructors when training impaired 
students. The present study presents preliminary findings of a qualitative study designed 
to assess the need to adapt flight training for those with physical handicaps. The authors 
review plans for an expanded follow-up study and discuss additional issues in opening 
aviation to those with physical or other limitations. 
 
The history of aviation is filled with glamorous icons, colorful details of battles in the sky and the 
geniuses who made it all possible. What has been of less focus is the monumental force behind each of 
these stories; that is, the people behind the scenes who make it all happen. These positions are filled not 
with enchanting personalities or larger than life characters but rather experts at a position who got the job 
done well. Historically, aviation has consistently predominately of individuals who were male and 
physically fit. Even currently, applicants for aviation jobs, in particular commercial pilot positions, must 
meet very specific criteria. Those who do not fit those specifications may experience discouragement 
upon finding that they do not meet the requirements for specific aviation positions and leave the industry 
altogether. Those with a handicap or disability might not even consider a position within the aviation 
community at all, functioning under the perception that the physical requirements for the industry will 
exceed their capabilities.  
 
Disabled Flight Training Support 
 
Organizations exist to promote the contribution of those with disabilities to society by filling positions 
that are vital to everyday business. A paper written by Marianne Roche suggests that, since the time of 
U.S. President Lyndon Johnson, there has existed within Western society the assumption that every 
American citizen has a right to participate and contribute to that society; but that only very recently that 
developmentally disabled citizens have been “deemed qualified to be investors” (Roche, 1980). The 
physical requirements to fly an airplane has more than likely put certain individuals under the illusion that 
there is no spot for them in aviation. This assumption is not only detrimental to the individual, who 
excludes themselves from potential economic/employment opportunities in a global, high-technology 
industry, but also to the industry and its agencies themselves, who suffer from an absence of otherwise 




In response to a perceived need to increase opportunity and foster independent and unique skills among 
the physically disabled, the Able Flight program was developed and announced in 2006 with the intention 
to “offer people with disabilities a unique way to challenge themselves through flight training, and by 
doing so, to gain greater self-confidence and self-reliance” (Able Flight, 2011). An increase in technology 
that is accessible, less costly and more readily adaptable to the changing requirements of various physical 
limitations have allowed the Able Flight organization to provide training flight training for those with a 
variety of physical handicaps. Through the work of groups such as Able Flight, the love of aviation has 
been met with tangible success for those with physical disabilites.  
 
Recently, Able Flight entered into a collaborative agreement with a collegiate aviation program at a large 
Midwestern university. The purpose of this collaboration was to provide a unique opportunity for 
physically disabled individuals to participate in sport pilot flight instruction within the structured 
framework and oversight of a large-scale collegiate aviation program. Trainees accomplished the goal of 
achieving a sport pilot certificate by passing the oral and flight test required for every sport pilot 
applicant.  
 
Aviation Industry Potential Applications 
 
It is important to note in this collaboration that there were no amendments to the flight certification 
process and no special consideration given to trainees because of their disabilities. Each passed federally-
mandated performance requirements that have been generated on their own merit. Aviation training has 
been standardized with few changes for decades and has existed in a “one size fits all” environment. 
Further research is intended to be two-fold; first, to determine if there is a need to change the way flight 
training is given to students with a handicap; and second, to promote opportunities in the aviation industry 
for physically disabled individuals, using a flight training program as an entry point. Many qualified and 
intelligent individuals may not posses the money or ability to become a pilot, but aviation cannot advance 
without actively recruiting capable individuals who have historically not been represented in the industry.  
 
With regard to the first research area, the ability to make accommodations for those with disabilities has 
increased in recent years because of technological advancement. The aircraft used for Able Flight pilot 
training in the collegiate setting was modified in such a way that the students were able to safely 
maneuver the aircraft using only hand controls. While training must be done to federally mandated 
certification standards, aviation is somewhat unique among industries because of the pre-existence of a 
highly personalized training environment. Pilot training, specifically in-aircraft training, occurs on a one-
to-one basis. Students with a wide variety of physical or educational/learning style needs can be placed 
with a flight instructor or teacher properly equipped with the knowledge and technology to meet the 
situation. Constantly adjusting teaching methods and materials can benefit all students if that variety of 
learning is taken into consideration (Agogino & Hsi, 1995). However, there has not yet been a cohesive 
review of how physical disabilities may alter the teaching and learning strategies for a high-technology 
skillset such as piloting ability. The collaboration with Able Flight in a collegiate setting provides a 
unique opportunity to undertake methodical assessment of particular learning style trends or specific 
issues which may be indirectly or unintentionally limiting the success of a physically disabled individual 
in aviation.  
 
Second, the aviation industry is a complex and multi-faceted system that extends far beyond serving as a 
pilot. Unfortunately, informal discussions with a number of aviation industry and government regulatory 
agency leaders suggest that few physically disabled individuals are participating in those branches of the 
industry in which their handicap would be no limitation whatsoever, or overcome with reasonable 
accommodation. The Able Flight/collegiate aviation joint flight training program offers a well-publicized 
entry point, a highly visible tool to raise awareness among industry leaders and among the physically 
 
 
disabled of the opportunities available in the aviation industry. Research establishing training 
requirements, accommodations, human factors issues, and other considerations that provide evidence-
based knowledge for industry and regulatory leaders may go a long way to encourage more active 
recruitment of physically disabled persons to this industry. The potential for job growth and gains for both 
groups are substantial. The present study presents early steps being taken to establish such industry 





Given the small number of participants in the first year of the training program, the study was designed 
using a case-based methodology in order to capture a depth of information regarding the perceptions, 
experiences, and perspectives of program participants. Participants in this context refers both to the two 
physically disabled trainees as well as to the two Federal Aviation Association (FAA)-certified flight 
instructors assigned to work with them and oversee their flight training.  
 
Trainees each completed the Learning Styles Inventory (Felder & Solomon, 1996) in order to assess the 
potential for interactivity between learning preferences and established flight training protocols. Given the 
small sample size, statistical analyses could not be conducted; however, review of LSI results and 
comparison to extant literature suggested no potential significant issues impacting the flight training 
process. In order to develop a system to recruit a population that has previously had a small role within 
aviation is first to determine if there exists any differences in learning for which to compensate. A 
learning styles inventory was created to determine how students perceive and receive information by 
David Kolb in 1976. Through multiple studies, it has been determined that students learn best when 
information is presented in a way that best correlates to their learning style (Dunn, 1986, 2000). Studies 
on aviation students and learning styles have shown that these students usually fit into one of two 
categories. A longitudinal study by Kanske, Brewster, and Fanjoy (2003) showed that by senior year, 
72% of students fit into either the assimilating or converging learning style. Some general conclusions 
have emerged in how learning styles relate to pilot training and one says that when teaching 
accommodates various preferences, more students are successful (O’Connor, 1997). 
 
Participant Reflection Analysis 
 
Both trainees and flight instructors were asked to write journal-style reflections on their experiences, 
challenges, and perceptions of the flight training program. Participants completed reflections after the first 
day of the training program, at approximately halfway through training, and upon completion of the 
program. The list of reflection questions can be found in Appendix A.  
 
Of particular note are the contrasts between the instructor and trainee perspective throughout the course of 
the program. Prior to program beginning, both instructors and (though to a lesser extent) trainees 
expressed concern with the fixed amount of time available to complete the sport pilot training; the same 
concern arose for both groups at the end of training. This concern lingered following training even though 
both trainees successfully earned sport pilot certification according to federally mandated standards. 
There appeared to be a perception that, although certification standards were met, complete comfort with 
skill acquisition for both instructors and pilots may not have been met in the established time limits. 
 
Questions regarding the appropriate instructional strategy for the Able Flight program arose in reflections 
and in anecdotal discussions with study leaders. Instructors discussed at the beginning of the program the 
feeling  that they should be more “laid back” in approach because students were training for fun rather 
than for professional development; yet by the end of the program reported they would be less laid back if 
instructing for this program in future. Trainees in turn reported at program completion a desire to have 
 
 
been pushed harder by instructors. The authors anticipate that future iterations of the Able Flight training 
will address this issue, particularly as the program expands to recruit physically disabled individuals for 
aviation careers. 
 
 One issue notable by its absence was the lack of reflective discussion on any limitations imposed by the 
physical handicaps possessed by the flight trainees. When questioned regarding training challenges, 
concerns, or physical skill challenges, trainees focused on technical issues (learning takeoffs/landings), 
the time limitations given the short training cycle (shared by instructors), the challenges faced in the 
cockpit regarding multitasking and regulatory awareness, and material mastery. In the training setting, 
flight students appeared to regard themselves as trainee pilots first and foremost, and participants in a 
program for the physically disabled second. Instructors may have also been unprepared for this attitude, 
as they expressed a level of surprise with the trainees’ desire to socialize and celebrate training milestones 
like any typical college-aged student. 
 
While the cases described here represent a very small sample of a preliminary introduction of the Able 
Flight program into the collegiate setting, the authors anticipate continuing and expanding the research 
program with the continued expansion of the training program over a multi-year period. Data will 




Preliminary assessment of the Able Flight training program in a collegiate aviation setting indicates 
strong potential for this program to redefine the opportunities for physically disabled students in the 
aviation industry. The collegiate setting provided a grounding and structure that trainees reported finding 
beneficial and supportive in the face of the training challenge. Currently, graduates of this pilot program 
are successfully continuing to participate in aviation activities, including demonstrating their flight skills 
by visiting U.S. military veterans’ hospitals in their aircraft and showcasing the potential opportunities 
still open in aviation in the face of physical disability. The research team anticipates continuing and 
expanding programmatic research on the training, human factors, and implementation issues related to 
increasing the presence of physically disabled individuals in aviation through expansion of the Able 
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Directions:  For each question, please write at least 2-3 paragraphs that explore your perceptions and opinions as 
they regard the Able Flight training program. You are welcome to write more if you choose. These questions help 
the class instructors improve their training and help the research investigators find ways to attract a wider range of 
students to aviation. 
 
Reflection Assignment #1 (end of first day’s class): 
1. What are you most excited about learning in the Able Flight training program this summer? 
2. What do you anticipate will be the greatest challenge of this training program, and why? 
3. What do you hope to gain as a result of participating in flight training this summer? What do you think will 
be different for you after this training? 
Reflection Assignment #2 (halfway point of program): 
1. What has been the greatest challenge to this point in the program, and why was that so? 
2. How have the instructors helped you in your learning so far?  
3. What could the instructors do better in this first half of the course, and why? 
4. Looking forward to the next half of the program, what are you most excited or anxious about learning, and 
why? 
Reflection Assignment #3 (end of course): 
1. What aspect of this training program was most enjoyable to you, and why did you enjoy it? 
2. Looking back over the whole flight training program, what was the greatest challenge you faced,  why was 
it a challenge, and how did you overcome it? 
3. How did the flight instructors help you in your learning? 
4. What would you have the instructors do differently if they were to teach this same program again? 
5. How has this experience impacted your physical skills? Has it presented new challenges or played to 
strengths you already had, and why? 
Instructor Reflections 
Directions:  For each question, please write at least 2-3 paragraphs that explore your perceptions and opinions as 
they regard the Able Flight training program. You are welcome to write more if you choose. These questions help 
the research investigators find ways to attract a wider range of students to aviation. 
 
Reflection Assignment #1 (end of first day’s class): 
1. What are some of your concerns as an instructor in the Able Flight training program? 
2. What do you anticipate will be the greatest challenge of this training program, and why? 
3. How do you anticipate changing your “traditional” instructor approach for the Able Flight students, and 
why do you anticipate those changes? 
Reflection Assignment #2 (halfway point of program): 
1. What has been the greatest challenge to this point in the program, and why was that so? 
2. What has been the most unexpected or unanticipated event so far in the program, and why?  
3. How have you had to alter your training approach for the students, why did you make those changes, and 
how did they help or hinder training? 
4. Looking forward to the next half of the program, what are you most excited or anxious about teaching, and 
why? 
Reflection Assignment #3 (end of course): 
1. What aspect of this training program was most enjoyable to you, and why did you enjoy it? 
2. Looking back over the whole flight training program, what was the greatest challenge you faced, why was 
it a challenge, and how did you overcome it? 
3. What would you as an instructor do differently if you were to teach this same program again? 
4. How has this experience impacted your instructor skills/knowledge? Has it presented new challenges or 
played to strengths you already had, and why? 
